
Background

Transhumance pastoralism (Table 1), a prevalent economic livestock production system in the tri-border zone of CAR 
(Central African Republic) and DRC (Democratic Republic of Congo) – countries north of the Congo River Basin (CRB), and 
South Sudan, as practiced by Mbororo (Table 1) pastoralists in the DRC, is different.  In that zone, Mbororo pastoralists/
herders migrate from Libya, Mali, Niger, Chad, Sudan, and CAR during the dry season (Figure 1) to trade (primarily, cattle) 
in large urban centers (like Buta, Duraba, Isiro, Kisangani, Bumba, Kinshasha, and Brazzaville) of the DRC¹.  These herders 
arrive in the DRC through Bas-Uele province, particularly from the Lake Chad Basin.  Some become sedentary (more than 
20 years) and others return through another route like Ituri province and Uganda¹.  The presence of Mbororo pastoralists 
in the CRB is related to the drying of the Lake Chad basin², the abundance of natural resources (land, pastures, and water), 
and economic opportunities in the CRB – the primary motivations for cross-border migration.  Although the Sahelian 
pastoral and agro-pastoral systems contribute to more than 80% of animal product supply in the central African region³, 
transnational transhumance (Table 1) occurs within a landscape of rising violent conflict.  This conflict amplifies pre-existing 
vulnerabilities related to the accessibility of natural resources in the region.  The major stressor indicated by pastoralists 
and farmers is variability in rainfall pattern with a long dry season and a short rainy season.  Mbororo pastoralists have 
altered their traditional routes due to the effects of changing climate (CC) and chosen a settled lifestyle where water is 
available to sustain their livelihoods.  This new type of migration from the Lake Chad region into the CRB is often the 
source of conflicts and violence between pastoralists and local communities⁴.  Other pre-existing and compounding issues 
include population growth, poor governance, undefined/unenforced land tenure rights, and unemployment⁵.  These issues 
collectively represent an emerging regional concern that needs, at least, to be brought to the attention of relevant actors 
and that may require remedial action. 

This policy brief summarizes key messages from the Project ‘Addressing Climate and Water Driven Migration and 
Conflict Interlinkages to Build Community Resilience in the Congo Basin’ (2019–2021) along with available sources⁵,⁶. 
The Project was funded by the International Development Research Center (IDRC- Canada) and undertaken by the 
Congo Basin Water Resources Research Center (CRREBaC), based at the University of Kinshasa (DRC), in collaboration 
with UNU-INWEH (Canada), from 2019 to 2021. This Policy Brief is developed for the benefits of actors involved in but not  
limited to the following: 

• Regional diplomacy and or continental governance institutions such as the Economic Community of Central African 
States (ECCAS), particularly the Departments of Agriculture, Environment and Water Resources, and the Department 
of Political Affairs, Peace and Security, Permanent Interstate Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel (CILSS) 
including the regional center of AGRHYMET (a specialized agency of CILSS), United Nations Regional Office for 
Central Africa (UNOCA), African Development Bank (AfDB) and the African Union.
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• Federal Agencies of CRB riparian states dealing with agriculture, the environment, water resources, and human security.
Examples of such agencies include the Ministries of Agriculture, Environment and Water Resources, and Political Affairs, 
Peace and Security. 

• International humanitarian, Security, and Peace, and UN agencies such as International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), United Nations Human Rights Commission (UNHRC), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the food-assistance branch of the United Nations - The World Food Programme (WFP), and International 
Crisis Group (ICG).

• Associations involved in the promotion of the livestock and networks on pastoralism such as APESS (Association pour 
la promotion de l’Élevage au Sahel et en Savane) and Communication Network on Pastoralism (RECOPA).

Keywords Description

Pastoralism An extensive livestock production system that encompasses various degrees of mobility like nomadism (continuous movement), 
transhumance (seasonal movement) or semi-transhumance (or agro-pastoralism - part of the family and/or herds are involved in 
transhumance, the others sedentary and engaging in agriculture) to access pastoral resources (water, pastures, and salt licks) in 
areas of high rainfall variability. It is also an economic system, which serves a critical role in cultural identity.

Transhumance 
Pastoralism

Regular movement of herders and their livestock between fixed points to exploit the seasonal availability of pastures. Normally 
practiced in the arid and semi-arid Sahara-Sahelian zone, where rainfall (in the range of 100 – 400 mm per year) is short, aleatory, 
and does not allow agricultural production. 

Transnational 
Transhumance

The same migration process with transhumance pastoralism but across national boundaries and primarily involving cattle, which 
require greater quality and quantity of forage than other livestock species (Figure 2).

Transhumant 
pastoralist 
(Herders)

Herders have an area of origin (a permanent water place or well, which they have been using for years or acquired priority right 
over) but cross through the climatic zones (arid and semi-arid) during the year. The yearly migration schedule, which depends on the 
onset of the seasons (dry season – move towards humid south; rainy season – move back north), is reasonably predictable. The long 
(Grande) transhumance covers several hundred kilometers, while the short (Petite) takes place in a limited local area. However, their 
migration routes to previously known pastures,  are generally well-known.

Mbororo Semi-nomadic Islamic pastoralists (also known as Fulbé, Peuhl, Fula, or Fulani) are found throughout the western grassland located 
in the tropical wet and dry climate of Africa. Mbororos have relative wealth in cattle and are often perceived as ‘foreigners’ by  
indigenous communities due to the semi-nomadic lifestyle. 

Table 1: Description of major terms relating to pastoralism

Figure 1: Migration map of herders to the CRB. Source: [7]
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status⁵,⁶, due in part to their nomadic nature and 
sedentary character¹. Also, in the quest for economic 
stability or resistance to state-based land and water-
sharing procedures, Mbororo pastoralists often 
perpetrate violent attacks when endangered. 

2. Traditional routes of Mbororo pastoralists in Central 
Africa have changed, mainly due to the impact of 
CC. Pastoralists migrate across national boundaries 
through long distances to exploit seasonally available 
pastures and water (Figure 1). The intensification 
of transhumance southward in search of grazing 
resources reorganized regional land use, opened new 
settlements (e. g. in protected areas), and aggravated 
ongoing problematic coexistence (conflict and 
humanitarian crisis) between mobile herders and 
local agriculturalists⁵,⁶. 

3. CC and water scarcity endanger cultures and  
practices of transhumance in the northeast of 
CRB - they now settle in these areas with water to 
pursue traditional, cultural, and economic activities. 
Also, women (> 73%) in the receiving communities, 
who derive their livelihood from agriculture and 
produce over 80% of the region’s food, are majorly 

Sources and Methods

The Project, in part, examined the mixed effects of 
conflict and migration in the complex socio-cultural 
context of the CRB⁴, where state and customary water-
sharing rules apply in tandem amidst intense climatic 
variability. Field data from the Project were collated 
by mixed methods, primarily from 3 provinces (Bas-
Uele, Haut-Uele, and Ituri) in the northeast of DRC. 
One hundred and fifty households in each province by 
cluster were surveyed using household enumeration 
forms, survey questionnaires, semi-structured interviews 
(with key informants and focus groups), and surveys on 
migrants’ itineraries from the Mbororo pastoralists. Other 
information for the study was collected from geospatial 
data¹, primary and secondary sources like journal articles, 
and published research from international organizations⁶.

Key Findings 

1. Transhumant pastoralists (Mbororo), originating 
from different countries (Figure 1) to, particularly, the 
DRC, are viewed as non-autochthons (not aboriginal 
inhabitant) and “other” - with little or no political 

Figure 2: Cattle - main livestock in transhumance pastoralism in the CRB. Source: [1]
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impacted by the water crisis, thereby disturbing the 
subsistence economy (i.e., agricultural production) 
of the local population⁶. So, the climate and water 
crisis have impacted transhumance and the broad  
socioeconomics of the CRB. 

4. CRB holds abundant water (annual discharge of 
about 41km³/s) compared to other African basins⁶. 
Nonetheless, there is low access to water provisioning 
services (safe drinking water, sanitation, and food), 
primarily due to lack of infrastructure, inadequate 
human and technical capacity, and poor governance 
to support activities in the economy. Also, regulations 
for water sharing/allocation arrangement are largely 
unorganized and underfunded – the historical⁵ water-
sharing arrangements for the pastoralists’ community 
and the shift towards large-scale commerce and 
economic oriented perception of water management 
are handled in isolation. 

5. Predominantly, conflicts within the CRB are driven by 
substantial economic opportunity (the large market 
for the sale of livestock), which triggered unsustainable 
and unmanaged new pastoralist practices (sedentary 
lifestyle/operation to conquer new lands), increased 

pressure on resources, existing settings of inequality, 
and lack of community participation in related 
decisions (Figure 3). Also, conflict influences migration 
through interactions with other migration drivers, 
such as political or social factors⁶. Due to unfavorable 
State-based land tenure legislation, procedures, and 
border regulations to pastoralists’ customary norms 
and sedentary practices arising from new migration 
routes, they explore communities; already burdened 
by crunched resources to access arable land, 
pastures, and water, resulting in new kinds of conflicts. 
Thus, worsening human security (like theft and  
extortion) in the region.

Implications and Recommendations

Given the undefined citizenship/legal status, the pursuit 
of viable livelihood and resistance of transhumant 
pastoralists to unfavorable State-based land and water-
sharing procedures, particularly in the DRC, they are 
often conceived as outsiders in the lands they occupied, 
seen as victims but also perpetrators of violence 
and human rights violations. To promote peaceful 
coexistence as reasonably possible, the legal status of 
Mbororo pastoralists in transhumance in the CRB must 

NB: Black arrows – Specific ‘push factors’ (9 nos.) driving the three main causative factors of conflict and migration in the CRB; Red arrows – specific consequences of the main causative factors on each 
other; Blue arrows – indicate how the main causative factors influence conflict and migration; Yellow arrows – interlinkages between conflict and migration in the CRB.

Figure 3: A three-dimensional framework describing transhumance pastoralism in the climate-water-migration-conflict nexus in the CRB



be clarified. Local communities should be considered 
as a homogenous group represented by their leaders, 
and a communication strategy to raise awareness about 
transhumance and herder-farmer relations is advised. 

CC variability and the nomadic nature of transhumant 
pastoralists set the scene for changes in traditional 
routes and regional land use, opened a new settlement 
border, and compounded conflict and humanitarian 
crisis in an already unstable region. Implying that 
both contribute to the deterioration of conservation 
practices, destabilization of security efforts, and raised 
new concerns for the landscape network of protected 
areas in the CRB. In addition, CC and water scarcity that 
endangers cultures and practices of transhumance in 
the DRC also influence the broad socioeconomics of the 
CRB — suggesting that CC with associated pastoralist- 
related impacts amplifies the vulnerabilities of about  
120 million inhabitants of the basin, particularly those  
that are reliant on rain-fed agriculture or practice 
subsistence livelihood. Thus, immediate measures and 
long-term strategies are needed to address the effects  
of climate change on pastoralists and farmers. Examples 
may include sustainable investment in climate/water 
monitoring systems, facilitation of inclusive land rights 
and natural resource management, raising relevant 
capacities for health, security, human relations, and 
improving conservation practices.

Low access to water provisioning services due to 
inadequate human development (poor governance, low 
human and technical capacity) planning, including poor 
water regulation and allocation practices, are noted. The 
implication is that there is limited access to basic human 
services in the CRB. However, the more significant issue 
is that there is little or no socio-economic resilience to 
cope with the unintended impacts of CC and its socio-
ecological effects within the CRB. Accelerated provision 
of access to basic human services within the CRB 
should be prioritized. To address water provisioning, 
the implementation of an extensive water storage 
infrastructure is advised. Also, water-related regulations 
and allocation arrangements should be reformulated and 
inclusive – to strengthen resilience.

As a driver of migration, conflict is multifaceted within 
the CRB and rarely acts alone. It also influences 
migration through interactions with other drivers, such 
as political or social factors. Causative factors range 
from climate-induced and pastoralist-related issues to 
varying challenges of the receiving community (Figure 
3). Indicating that conflict underpinned by climate effects 
may worsen/amplify migration patterns of transhumance 
and weaken the capacity of the receiving communities to 
use migration as an effective response to climatic changes. 
More concerning is that pastoralists’ new migration 
patterns and sedentary character may add another layer 
of complexity to conflict, human migration, and even 
regional diplomacy – this agrees with IOM global report⁸. 
Therefore, deliberate actions towards establishment/

formalization of conflict resolution committees at local 
levels, prevention of human rights abuses, promotion 
of justice, and development/implementation of 
conflict prevention measures (e.g., engagement of  
peacebuilders/human-relations experts/extension or  
social workers) in close consultation with target 
stakeholders (pastoralists and farmers) should be 
taken – to mitigate conflicts and its mixt effects and 
protect the livelihoods of, particularly, pastoralists and  
receiving communities.

In all, transhumance pastoralism and current practices of  
Mbororo pastoralists in climate-water-conflict-migration 
nexus are climate-sensitive. Going forward, actions to 
be implemented to address the impacts of conflicts from 
climate-induced, pastoralist-related, and associated 
challenges of the receiving communities in the CRB  
may include:

• Facilitation of transhumant-farmer relations through 
clarification of transhumant pastoralists’ legal 
status, public sensitization on transhumance and its 
economic importance, engagement of extension 
workers, and building relevant capacity for resource 
management, human relations, security, and health. 

• Sustainable investment in basic human services (like 
large water storage infrastructure and healthcare 
facilities) and climate/water monitoring systems 
throughout the CRB - to address the effects of CC 
on pastoralists and the receiving communities, 
strengthen resilience, and alleviate migration,  
albeit in part.

• Reformulation and adoption of inclusive regulations 
for land rights, natural resource management, and 
water allocation – to promote peaceful coexistence

• Promotion of justice and prevention of human 
rights abuses through the establishment of conflict 
resolution committee at all (local, national, and 
regional) levels, and implementation of inclusive 
conflict prevention measures.
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